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Abstract 
This paper focuses on providing an explanation of the sense, limits and possibilities of evaluating the students skills and learning 
processes through the Portfolio. This new evaluation tool has been used for training reflective education professionals since the 
eighties in the North American education system and has now arrived to our university context under the European Union 
education guidelines. I insist that the Portfolio may fulfil different functions and adopt different formats but the essential element 
is that it reflects the students learning processes as well as the skills that the student develops.  
© 2011 Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
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1. Introduction 
The setting-up of a real European Higher Education Area (EHEA) means that teachers and students have to 
make a big effort to adapt to the requirements of the European Union policy. The starting point of the EHEA is the 
Sorbonne Declaration signed in 1998 by the ministers in charge for France, Germany, Italy and the United 
Kingdom. In particular, the declaration stressed the central role f universities.  In 1999, ministers of education of 29 
European countries signed the Bologna Declaration focused on the harmonization of higher education, international 
competition and universities. The Bologna Declaration introduced the European Area of Higher Education, but only 
in a geographical sense. No thoughts about a typical European identity in higher education were developed, fit for 
international competition of higher education. On the contrary the central theme is the implementation of the so-
called Anglo- Saxon model: in reality an interpretation of the American model of higher education (Boerma, 2008) 
 Europe is not only looking at the American university model concerning the accreditation system but also the 
ideas that since the seventies the USA education policy is using such as preparing students for the “knowledge 
society” and “lifelong learning”. In the year 2000 the concept of lifelong learning found its way from UNESCO and 
OECD to EU´s educational policy as one of the means to realize the aim of the Lisbon Declaration o make EU the 
“most competitive and dynamic knowledge-based economy in the world, an economy which can create a sustainable 
growth with more and better jobs and greater social coherence”, before 2010. 
In another document, the 2001 Prague Declaration signed by 33 ministers of education, the promotion of lifelong 
education and it is considered the key to higher European competitiveness, to improve social cohesion, to make 
equal opportunities and life quality. This new approach adopted means deep transformations in the European higher 
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education, such as the adoption of new methods of teaching and learning and the Europeanization of higher 
education that has determined an increasing transparency in the European higher education system and a 
development towards harmonization and integration.  
After years of debate of European integration and harmonization in education we may argue that the EHEA is 
looking to the American Higher Education System. This paper seeks to show how there is a direct transfer of some 
evaluation tools used in the American teacher training that have recently been incorporated to the different European 
teacher training systems.  In particular this paper explores the introduction of the use of the Portfolio at the Spanish 
Faculty of Education for evaluating the students following the Practicum subject.  
2. A new teacher and student role. 
One of the keys for the success of the European Higher Education Area is the adopting and the response of 
teachers to the new teaching processes. Even though that these actors are left out in the debate previous to the 
signing of the European Declaration. In the framework of the knowledge society the roles of teacher and student are 
in a process of change. Teachers must be able to acquire the following skills:  
- the mastering of processes that generate and use knowledge; 
- the ability to incorporate new technologies in learning; 
- the ability to instil interest, motivation and pleasure in learning; 
- the ability to learn and to interact with others; 
- the capacity to foster the students curiosity, creativity, and analysis ; 
- the attitudes to foster interpersonal communication and work in groups; 
- the imagination to identify and diverse learning opportunities; 
- and, moral authority (Gavari, 2005). 
Through the European university programmes the student should come to be autonomous learners (Livas, 2000) 
and should develop the following abilities:  
a) to learn about how to learn; b) to learn to cooperate as an efficient way to acquire new knowledge; c) to 
learn to communicate knowledge and opinions; d) to learn to manage their own emotion in order to achieve 
a fluid communication; e) to learn to analyse arguments, data and evidence that allow them to make 
judgements and to make decisions consequently; f) to learn to be selfmotivated, so that students are able to 
establish and manage their opinions. 
3. The links between the methodology of teaching and learning the credits and the practicum: the case of 
Spain. 
The Practicum, in the Spanish higher education system, is a newly born subject in university study programs. 
This main subject is in perfect harmony with the European education trends and the implementation of a credit 
system that  measures  the  load  of  work  that  the  students  take.  Until  now the  system was  very  much based on the  
memory of the student who would answer a series of questions or tests. In the Practicum the student is involved in a 
considerable number of hours of practical work. The contrast with the practice is made in situ and this permits the 
student to contrast information from different sources, to analyse cases, to carry out indirect and direct observations 
of the education practice, to compare professional experiences, and to carry out a continuous observation of centres 
for a certain time. (Gavari, 2006; Gento y Sánchez, 2010) 
The students of the Practicum are conscious that they are not only reproducing knowledge but that they are also 
researchers with a critical and reflective task. Interest for the analysis is directly linked to the idea of elaborating 
new concepts and of intervention methods. At the end of the practice the students should have improved the way in 
which they reflect on his work.  
The real challenge of the Practicum is how to make the students develop a critical mind, independent thinking 
and reflective analysis. Some activities refer to the content and the ability to apply the basic process of planning, the 
execution and evaluation of learning activities, the ability to face personal obstacles and learning situations, etc. This 
type of learning requires the student to have an active behaviour and attitude that allows them not only the 
reproduction of knowledge but also the reformulation, renovation of knowledge and skills.  
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4. The use of Portfolios in the USA and the arrival to Europe. 
The reflection about the practice it is not a new idea Dewey had already written his ideas about this topic. As we 
know the reflection on practice is an idea argued by the American Dewey. He described experience as consisting of 
both an active and passive element.  
On the active hand, experience is trying- a meaning which is made explicit in the connected term experiment. On 
the passive, it is undergoing- When we experience something we act upon it, we do something to the thing and it 
does something to us in return: such is the peculiar combination. The connection of these two phases of experience 
measures the fruitfulness or value of the experience (Dewey, 1916:139). 
But another important element must be included, as it is only when the active and passive phases are combine 
through reflection that genuine experience comes into being. Action itself does not create so-called reflective 
experience: 
Mere activity does not constitute experience. It is dispersive, centrifugal, dissipating. Experience as trying 
involves change, but change is meaningless transition unless it is consciously connected with the return wave of 
consequences which flow from it. When an activity is continued into undergoing of consequences, when the change 
made by action is reflected back into a change made in us, the mere flux is loaded with significance. We learn 
something (Dewey,1916:139) 
However,  the  use  of  the  Portfolios  for  skills  evaluation  was  generalised  in  the  USA  thirty  years  ago,  when  
reports such as the Nation at risk, criticised the way teachers were teaching and the low students education 
standards. In this context the education administrators were asked to implement  new education concepts and ideas. 
At the end of the eighties, a new education reform seemed necessary to introduce new concepts in the North 
American education that would allow students to develop higher intellectual abilities and to develop their personal 
judgement (LYONS, 1999:15).  
For  more  than  a  century  teachers  had  been  considered  as  the   interpreter  of  a  role,  subject  to  the  norms  of  
bureaucracy  and therefore“ teachers did not planify nor revise their work, they just did it”. The eighties reform has 
as an objective to transform the role of the teacher and, to place it in the centre of what is known as “education 
excellence”. In this context the Portfolio became the instrument so that teachers could prove their professional 
knowledge and abilities and the mastering of the profession. The idea was that in order to obtain their qualification, 
teachers would have to prove their knowledge and abilities in real teaching situations and not only in sitting tests 
and prepare and present a portfolio. 
The word Portfolio has different meanings. The first one refers to the “case to carry public documents,  to the 
cargo and minister functions.  In this sense it is understood as a credential. The second sense defines Portfolio as a 
“case to guard documents,”. In a third sense which interests our educational point of view, the Portfolio would be 
the result of a dynamic process through which teachers gather together the data of their work and their professional 
development and which after a thorough reflection and analysis, which allow us to understand the sense of their 
educational processes. 
The third and last meaning is the one that suits the Portfolio as an instrument for the evaluation of students and 
as a tool for evaluating the Practicum students. In this sense we may analyse that teachers are trained not in a general 
way  but in a situation where they must educate and but later on the teacher reflects. The Portfolio gathers of 
documents that prove a personal way of understanding the education process. It is a sort of mirror that reflects the 
professional growing, as well as the professional competency and efficacy of who elaborates it”.  And as somebody 
can see himself in a mirror, and change what he likes and dislikes. And later on he can see himself again and change 
some aspects. And even let others to see themselves and even include new changes.  
The American idea of using the Portfolio for skills evaluation is, at present, a very useful reference for the 
European teaching and learning process as this tool allows for: 
- proving their reflective and critic thought  about their experience of the education practice with the aim of 
finding the sense to the  educational practice el find sense to the professional daily educational practice;  
- to carry out a self-reflection (metacognition), of the strong and weak points, the progress, and achievements 
of the student in practice; 
- to develop writing skills through the different products that, through the different products  make up the 
portfolio. 
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In addition the Portfolio may be useful for the following purposes: 
- it is a systematic and organised collection of the student work evidences; 
- it develops the students autonomy as they have to choose the work they would like to include;  
- it  allows the student to be conscious of their reflection processes on learning;  
- it allows the student to show what he knows and understands, to plan his strategies for processing 
information and his information processing strategies, to be conscious  of his strong and weak points as a 
learner, to reflect about his self standards, to evaluate his productivity, and his self intelectual; 
- is an activity that allows the self learning, the independent study independent,the  selfregulation activities 
and the ability to learn how to learn. 
5. The Portfolio as a key tool for training teachers under the lifelong learning prospective 
In the present knowledge society it is fundamental to train students to be capable of reflecting and of knowing 
how to transform information into knowledge.  The Portfolio is not a purely practical activity but it is an instrument 
that allows the teacher to show the basic theoretical principles that enshrines   the  foundations of the educational 
practice. The elaboration of a good Portfolio must be guided by a theory that guides our daily work, what requires an 
important selection task about what it is important to document.  
The real value of the Portfolio is that it allows students to gather material that proves the student construction, 
presentation and reflection of his interpretation of the education intervention.  It implies the organisation and 
collection of data, but, obliges to the formulation of its own education philosophy about the educational practice. 
The Portfolios gathers the conscious reflection of its own educational experiences and is a vehicle for professional 
development.  
The reflection about oneself and about the intervention in the practice centre are the core of the Portfolio. 
The student in practice can reflect in two senses forward and backward. This is, the student may revise all the 
education foundations previous to the practice, and on top of this basis to build the knowledge of what is learnt in a 
processual way. Student may reflect about his future objectives and also about his already achieved goals.  In this 
sense the Portfolio can be understood a training tool that may be well inserted under the lifelong education 
paradigm.  
The Portfolio preparation that gathers the teacher reflection implies to learn and to go back to what has been 
learnt. When student are preparing their portfolio, they have to look for connections between their educational 
experiences that seem important for them and for their users. They learn to revise their connections and their 
personal constructions and the sense and the theory they have learnt inside their university academic programmes. 
These constructions are influenced by their previous cultural, linguistic and epistemologic experiences and 
knowledge as well as for their learning styles and personal experiences. The student connections and constructions 
can not be identical to another student. The reflection is developed in a process develop in time in where 
connections between the self values, aims and actions are made.   
A good portfolio shows a strong coherence and cohesion between all the products that students elaborate and that 
show  their  educational  philosophy  about  how  they  understand  that  the  intervention  should  be  done.  One  of  the  
challenges that students have to face when preparing the Portfolio is that they have to gather and organise very 
diverse information and then they have to fit this into their personal program. This is why the students should follow 
the professors instructions and prepare the work before attending the practice sessions. 
The elaboration of a Portfolio means that the students should reflect about the theories learnt and should contrast 
them with the practice. These constructions are influenced by the students previous education, cultural and linguistic 
knowledge. This is why students reflections and connections should not be the same as other student ones even 
when they would do their practice in the same work centre.  
Whenever possible students should work in teams for the elaboration of their Portfolio what will allow them to 
enrich their experience and their work. Students should not only get to know what has happened from a scientific 
point of view but they should also be able to explain themselves and to their peers why they are doing something. 
This type of reflection leads to a better self-knowledge and to the confirmation of attitudes and beliefs with relation 
to other people. The elaboration of a Portfolio is an opportunity to reflect about their personal identity, as an 
American student expresses:  
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 “The Portfolio preparation allowed me to face the difficulties that I still find in my present job.  For example, 
last year I discovered that when I had a problem in the practice as a reading specialist, I find the same difficulties 
when I have reflected about them and after I had tried their validity. I started to think in this way when I started the 
elaboration of my Portfolio. The process was very intense, I experienced things and reflected about them, I observed 
what happened and analysed things. There was not a simple good or wrong. Now I am not so rigid when things are 
complicated. I consider that I am still in the process of learning. (A.B.  1996 June, In Lions).  
The portfolio is a very useful tool for the Practicum student evaluation as the elaboration requires the following:  
- to consider the education practice as an experience that allows the possibility of developing 
communicative, cognitive, social and moral skills; 
- to enable the students to develop a self-evaluation about his strong and weak points; 
- to develop writing skills through the different documents that students elaborate and that make up the 
portfolio.  
6. Conclusions. 
The European Union Higher Education system is undergoing a sound reform of its teaching and learning process 
nder the adoption of the lifelong education paradigm. The setting up of the credit system as the university basic 
academic measure has meant a common European academic unit which in parallel will allow the uniformisation and 
homologation of the European university programmes. These programmes are not longer taught in the traditional 
way where student reproduces the teacher content and is tested through examinations. The adoption of the credit 
system has allowed to introduce new tools to examine the students skills, abilities and values. This new approach 
has led the European Union administrators to look to the American university model ant to incorporate in their 
teaching some evaluation tools such as the Portfolio. The experience gather by the American teachers and student is 
an important legacy for Europeans as the Portfolio has obviously many possibilities but also limits. The ideas of 
Dewey about the reflection on the practice seemed to be an important guide in the new millenium not only for the 
USA teachers but also the Europeans. 
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